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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This report provides results from the 2021 Midline Early Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA), which is a
follow up to the Zambia 2018 Baseline EGRA Report. The Midline EGRA tracks the progress of
USAID’s Let Read Project in improving reading outcomes among targeted Grade 2 learners in five
Zambian provinces: Eastern, Muchinga, North-Western, Southern, and Western. The Midline EGRA
compares the 2018 Grade 2 cohort with the 2021 Grade 2 cohort and measures the changes in learner
performance in core reading skills in all USAID Let’s Read intervention provinces. Specifically, this 2021
Midline EGRA intends to address the following research questions:

I. What is the change in Grade 2 learners reading performance from baseline to midline?

2. To what extent does gender or school type affect reading performance?

3. What are the midline reading proficiencies in the languages of instruction (Lols) relative to the
Ministry of Education (MoE) national benchmarks and USAID Let’s Read Project targets?

4. What are the significant predictors of oral reading fluency (ORF)?

An additional goal of this Midline EGRA is to support the sustained and timely generation of EGRA data
in Zambia. To this end, this Midline EGRA was organized and executed to sustainably build the
institutional and human capacity of the Examinations Council of Zambia (ECZ) to independently conduct
national EGRAs and provide timely information about student reading competencies. DevTech Systems,
Inc., operating as USAID Education Data, conducted this Midline EGRA with its sub-contractors
Management Systems International (MSI), the University of Zambia, Institute for Economic and Social
Research, and ECZ.

The Midline EGRA Assessment was scheduled for October 2020, two years into implementation of the
USAID Let’s Read Project. However, the assessment was postponed due to school closures as a result
of the COVID-19 pandemic. Evaluating student performance in 2021 implies analyzing the impact of the
pandemic on reading skills of learners that did not experience a regular Grade |, a critical year for
learning foundational reading skills.

METHODS

This quantitative study uses a one-group pretest posttest design that compares baseline
and midline reading scores for Grade 2 learners from different cohorts (2018 and 2021)
% using the same sample of schools participating in the USAID Let’s Read Project

intervention in the seven Lols—Chitonga, Cinyanja, Icibemba, Kiikaonde, Lunda, Luvale,
and Silozi—across five provinces of Zambia. There is no comparison or control group. The study
collected quantitative baseline data from October to December 2018, and midline data was collected
during the same period in 2021. To respond to the research questions, USAID Education Data collected
early grade reading data using the EGRA and supplementary learners, teacher, head teacher, and school
inventory questionnaires. The USAID Let’s Read Project intervention in the sample schools began in
2019 and is expected to continue until 2023.

In 2018 assessment team administered the EGRA assessment to 15,079 learners, and in 2021 to 14,949
learners, for a total of 30,028 learners from the same schools receiving the USAID Let’s Read Project
intervention. Out of the 816 schools originally assessed in 2018, USAID Education Data assessed 786 in
2021. A total of 30 schools attrited due to school closures, changes in Lols used to assess the schools at
baseline, inaccessibility due to the rains, among others. The assessment team controlled for differential
attrition by conducting robust statistical analysis (see Annex 4) to compare average scores from the 30
schools to the rest of the baseline sample and found that attrition should have no impact on the overall
performance trends found at midline.
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The major limitations of the research strategy are sample attrition in the school samples with Lunda and
Luvale Lols, inability to compare average score results between Lols, inability to calculate generalizable
results at a level different than Lol, such as province and district, and response bias in the learner and
teacher questionnaires. These limitations are further described in the methodology section.

I KEY FINDINGS

\ /
—O— There has been a decrease in learners’ performance in initial reading skills and
\ higher-level reading skills from baseline to midline, while pre-reading skills
o have remained unchanged. In terms of initial reading skills, performance has
decreased across all three subtasks assessed, evidenced by lower average midline scores as compared to
baseline scores for letter sound recognition, syllable sound recognition, and non-word reading. Reduced
performance in initial reading skills has led to reduced performance in higher-level reading skills, which is
evidenced by decreases in average scores for ORF and reading comprehension between the baseline and
midline. All differences between baseline and midline average scores are statistically significant though
there is variability in the scale of change for reading fluency and comprehension reductions across all
languages. Performance in pre-reading skills remained unchanged as evidenced by average listening
comprehension scores.

At midline, learners attending government-run schools performed better than learners
from community-run-schools in all EGRA subtasks. The results found that differences in average
scores for all initial reading and higher-level skills sub-tasks were statistically significant. At midline, there
were wide gaps in performance by school type, which varied in size depending on the EGRA subtask.
Learners coming from Government of the Republic of Zambia (GRZ) schools had an average score of
7.3 correct letter sound identification, which is almost 80 percent higher than students from
community-run schools, who received an average score of 4.0. Learners from GRZ schools performed
about 10.2 percent better than students from community schools in reading comprehension.
Considering all tasks, the gap in reading performance between learners from GRZ schools and
community schools has decreased from baseline to midline.

At midline, girls and boys are performing at basically the same level in initial and higher-
level reading skills. Overall, girls had higher average scores than boys in all EGRA sub-tasks except for
listening comprehension. However, with the exception of listening comprehension and letter sound
identification, these differences are not statistically significant. Furthermore, both girls and boys
experienced a 30 percent reduction in ORF from baseline to midline.

Approximately four percent of Grade 2 learners meet the MoE stipulated minimum level
reading proficiency at midline. This represents a decrease from the baseline assessment, which
found that about eight percent of students reached the minimum level reading proficiency in non-word
reading, reading fluency, and reading comprehension. No student reached the proficient reader
(or fluent reader) benchmark. This reduction is consistent for all languages of instruction assessed,
all of which show decreases in the percentage of learners achieving the MoE benchmarks at midline.
Overall, less than | in 20 students is reading at the minimum proficiency level.

Factors associated with oral reading fluency include reading to others at home, reading a
book at school, and reading at home. Learners who frequently read to others at home increased
their reading fluency by around 2.7 cwpm. Similarly, learners who reported practicing reading at school
the day prior to the EGRA assessment read about 2.9 cwpm more than learners who did not. These
factors are closely linked to having materials available to read at home and at school. This evidences the
need to continue improving access to high quality reading materials both at home and at school, and the
need to sensitize both teachers and parents to support young learners to practice reading.
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Results by EGRA sub-task show:

\I ORAL READING FLUENCY. Overall, the average score for ORF was 5.9 correct words
|:||]|:| per minute (cwpm) at baseline and 4.2 cwpm at midline. This decrease of .7 cwpm is

statistically significant. The MoE benchmark for a Grade 2 learner with the minimum
proficiency level (emergent reader) is 20 cwpm. At midline, only 7.7 percent of students
reached that level. Thus, results indicate that the Grade 2 learner cohort in 2021 is reading with less
speed and accuracy than the cohort from 2018, and that on average, Grade 2 learners are reading well
below the national minimum proficiency level. Reductions from baseline results were statistically
significant for the following Lols: Cinyanja, Kiikaonde, Luvale and Silozi. Additionally, |.7 fewer correct
words per minute is equivalent to a 29 percent reduction in cwpm, which means that at midline, on
average, students were only reading approximately two thirds of what they read at baseline.

READING COMPREHENSION. The average score for reading comprehension was 10.6
H \| percent at baseline, and 8.1 percent at midline. This decrease of 2.5 percentage points is
DD statistically significant. The MoE benchmark for a Grade 2 learner with the minimum

proficiency level (emergent reader) is 40 percent in reading comprehension. At midline, only
10.5 percent of learners reached that level. Thus, results indicate that the Grade 2 cohort in 2021 is
understanding less of what they read than the 2018 cohort, and that on average, Grade 2 learners'
reading comprehension is well below the national minimum proficiency level. Reductions were
statistically significant for the Cinyanja, Kiikaonde, Luvale and Silozi Lols. Additionally, a reduction of 2.5
percentage points in average reading comprehension scores represents a 24 percent decrease, which
means that at midline, on average, students only understood about 75 percent of what they were
understating at baseline.

/|:I| percent of questions correctly (equivalent to two comprehension questions) compared to 41
O percent at baseline. Although small, the increase is statistically significant. Results by language

show that, on average, learners in Kiikaonde continued to perform better than any other
language and were able to answer 51.6 percent of questions correctly (equivalent to 2.5 questions).
However, this is a 6.6 percentage point decrease compared to baseline scores and the difference is
statistically significant. Learners in Silozi also experienced a similar decrease in listening comprehension
performance, going from 42.3 percent at baseline to 37.8 percent at midline. At 37.5 percent and 37.8
percent respectively (equivalent to 1.9 questions), learners in Cinyanja and Silozi scored the lowest in
listening comprehension.

LETTER SOUND IDENTIFICATION. At midline, there was a small reduction in the
|:| \| average number of letter sounds that learners were able to identify correctly in a minute
|:||:| compared to baseline scores. On average, learners were able to correctly identify 6.6
correct letter sounds per minute (clspm). This is a 0.3 clspm reduction from the baseline
that is statistically significant. This indicates that learners continue to struggle to identify the correct
sounds associated with each of the letters presented to them. Differences between baseline and midline
results do not vary significantly across the languages, and only the 1.6 clspm decrease in Silozi is
statistically significant.

SYLLABLE IDENTIFICATION. Overall, the average score at midline was 8.1
|:| \, correct syllable sounds per minute (csspm), a statistically significant 2.2
DD reduction in csspm from the average baseline score. By language, learners in Luvale
and Silozi presented the highest performance reduction in this task, with a statistically
significant decrease of 7.2 csspm for Luvale, and a statistically significant decrease of 5.4 csspm for Silozi.
There is also a statistically significant reduction of 2.8 csspm in Kiikaonde. These results indicate that
learners are recognizing and pronouncing a limited number of syllables, with greater gaps in performance
than in the baseline study.

|:| LISTENING COMPREHENSION. At midline, learners were able to answer on average 41.6
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NON-WORD READING. On average, at midline, learners could read 3.9 correct non-
|:| \, words per minute (cnonwpm) of the 50 words that were presented to them, compared to
|:||:I 4.4 cnonwpm at baseline. This reduction is statistically significant. The MoE benchmark for a
Grade 2 learner with the minimum proficiency level in non-word reading (emergent reader)
is 15 cnonwpm. At midline, only 7.6 percent of learners reached this level. Thus, results indicate that on
average, Grade 2 learners’ phonetic decoding ability is well below the national minimum proficiency
level. At midline, learners in Icibemba continued to score the highest in this task at 5.8 cnonwpm (2 0.6
reduction from the baseline result), while learners in Kiikaonde continued to score the lowest with only
1.9 cnonwpm (a statistically significant | cnonwpm reduction from the baseline result). Luvale and Silozi

learners also presented statistically significant reductions of 2.8 and 2.2 cnonwpm respectively from

baseline results in this subtask.

SIGNIFICANT PREDICTORS OF ORAL READING FLUENCY. Individual, family, and school
characteristics significantly associated with ORF are summarized below. No statistically significant
difference in ORF scores was observed between girls and boys and between learners who ate breakfast
at home the day of the test and those who did not, and learners who attended a school that had a
feeding program and those who did not.

Practicing Reading at home

* Highest impact on reading fluency.
Learners who read to others at home
frequently increased their reading
fluency by around 2.7 cwpm.

Absenteeism

» Students who missed classes read
approximately 0.6 fewer cwpm than
those who did not.

GRZ School

el earners from GRZ schools achieved
0.27 more cwpm than learners from
community schools.

Having materials at home

* Increases the probability of practicing
reading at home and can increase
reading fluency by about 0.65 cwpm.

Learning during COVID

* Only 27 percent of learners reported
receiving any kind of lessons while
schools were closed. Learners that
received lesson during COVID had an
increase of 0.8 cwpm.

Teacher has access USAID Let’s
Read Project resources

* Learners who had teachers with access
to Let’s Read materials achieved almost
one cwpm more than peers without
these teachers.

RECOMMENDATIONS

@@

Practicing Reading at school

® Learners who practiced reading at
school the day prior to the EGRA
assessment read almost 3 cwpm more
than learners who did not.

Socioeconomic characteristics

® With each one-point increase in the
socioeconomic characteristics of their
family, learners increase their reading
fluency by 0.18 cwpm.

Teacher Lol different than
mother tongue (MT)

* Learners whose teachers teach in a
language of instruction different than
their mother tongue scored on average
0.35 fewer cwpm than learners whose
teachers provide instruction in their
mother tongue.

Develop a comprehensive approach to teaching and monitoring foundational
reading skills. Policymakers and practitioners should focus on supporting learners to
develop print concepts, phonological awareness, phonics, and word recognition, as a

strong foundation for oral reading fluency by ensuring national education policies include
explicit reading interventions and guidelines for education leaders, school administrators, teachers,

learners, and parents.

Provide explicit training on how to teach reading skills, implement regular assessments to
screen and identify underperforming learners, and implement evidence-based
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individualized or intensive reading interventions. While global evidence suggests teacher trainings
and a strong performance screening and monitoring system are necessary to prepare successful readers,
many teachers in developing countries do not receive comprehensive training that focuses on teaching,
assessing, and implementing reading interventions (Kim et al. 2016). At midline, only one third of
teachers (35 percent) reported that they had participated in an in-service training for early grade reading
in the last year, and the same percent had received a coaching visit in the last year. Therefore, relevant
stakeholders in education, including the MoE, should train teachers on how to provide explicit
instruction covering the five reading skills: phonics, phonemic awareness, vocabulary, fluency, and
comprehension; this can be done through in-service continuous professional development and pre-
service training in teacher training institutions. In this regard, the MokE officials trained by the USAID
Let’s Read District Reading teams should continue to provide support to teachers to encourage them to
implement these skills in the classroom as well as monitor and evaluate their performance on a regular
basis.

The GRZ should revamp its performance tracking system to continuously monitor and
identify schools and teachers that require individualized or intensive interventions to
improve reading. Training teachers needs to be complemented with a system adjustment to
continually screen and identify learners that need remedial instruction. Once learners are identified, a
response to intervention programs needs to take place in which schools and local education
stakeholders are notified of the cases that need additional support and remedial instruction. The GRZ
should consider evidence-based individualized interventions, such as multiple and extended instructional
sessions, extensive reading practice with one-on-one instruction, small reading groups, etc. (Wanzek,
Otaiba, & Gatlin, 2016). The MoE should continuously monitor learner performance through the
performance tracking system to identify schools and teachers that require individualized or intensive
interventions to improve reading. MoE should work closely with the USAID Let’s Read project to
determine how the MoE can enhance its performance tracking system.

Encourage teachers, parents, and household members to support learners to practice
reading at school and at home. Similar to baseline findings, this midline study found that reading
fluency scores improve when learners practice reading at school or at home. This finding suggests the
need to strengthen the relationship between the home and school environment, to continue to improve
access to reading materials, and to create opportunities for community level programs to support
children’s exposure to reading at home by encouraging parents and guardians to read to their children
on a regular basis and vice-versa.

Improve access to adequate and appropriate reading materials and increase their use at
school. In partnership with the MoE, the USAID Let’s Read project is developing and providing reading
packages and teaching and learning materials for Early Childhood Education (ECE) to Grade 3 learners.
These materials include those previously developed by the MoE (core and supplementary), as well as
materials newly developed by the project. The project is working with both hard copy and digital
versions of the materials on tablets for distribution across all the schools in the five provinces where
USAID Let’s Read is implemented. These textbooks and appropriate reading materials should be made
more readily available for children to read, and schools should make provisions for learners to read
these books at home. In addition, there is a need to understand whether teachers are implementing
USAID Let’s Read lessons from the literacy instructional model, as well as the level of distribution of the
supplementary reading material and whether learners are accessing and reading the books in class and if
they can also read the books at home.

Develop language-specific benchmarks to account for inherent differences among Lols. The
MoE benchmarks developed in 2015 apply uniformly across all seven GRZ-designated Lols. However,
inherent structural differences between languages cause learner reading scores to differ by language.
Therefore, benchmarks should vary by language. While an overall target across languages could be used,
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setting benchmarks by language will help account for inherent language differences and facilitate better
monitoring of changes over time. Furthermore, there is a need to align the competencies and
assessments in the primary literacy curriculum for all the grade levels and the EGRA assessments in the
seven languages of instruction to the Global Proficiency Framework (GPF). Through policy linking, the
MoE can link different student assessments to the GPF, which provides global minimum proficiency
levels—below partially meets, partially meets, meets, and exceeds global minimum proficiency—in
reading and mathematics for learners from Grades | to 9. Policy linking includes the following processes:
a) align curriculum content and assessments to the GPF through standardized procedures; b) match each
of the assessment items with the appropriate levels and descriptors of the GPF; and c) set global
benchmarks for Zambia using standardized procedures.

These benchmarks are important because they will enable Zambia to provide country-level assessment
data for reading indicators that will feed into global student learning outcomes like UN Sustainable
Development Goal (SDG) 4.1: By 2030, ensure that all girls and boys complete free, equitable and
quality primary and secondary education leading to relevant and effective learning outcomes. This will
enable the country to gauge its performance in relation to local and international standards toward the
attainment of this SDG. The MoE should lead this process with support from education stakeholders.

The MoE should increase support to community schools. Results from the Midline EGRA
highlight that learners from community schools are consistently performing at lower levels than learners
from government schools, and there is a statistically significant higher percent of non-readers in
community schools than government schools. Government support to community schools has increased
in recent years, but also remains uneven and i